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Speech by Mr. Naville, President of the ICRC, at the Opening 
Meeting of the XXI International Conference of the Red Cross.

Mr. President of the Republic,
Mr. Chairman of the XXI Conference,
Ladies and Gentlemen,

In assuming the responsibility of organising and acting 
as host to the XXI International Conference of the Red Cross, 
the Government of the Republic of Turkey and the Turkish Red 
Crescent Society have made an important contribution to the cause 
of peace. I should like to express to them the profound gratitude 
of the International Committee of the Red Cross.

A proud people whose reputation for hospitality is being 
most strikingly confirmed today, a city which is one of the 
world’s historic landmarks and a countryside which is among the 
most beautiful in the worldi these together provide perfect 
conditions for a Conference whose raison d'etre is to defend a 
certain concept of raan.

Every opportunity which is given members of the various 
Red Cross organizations to meet is to be welcomed. Such meetings 
make it possible to define more accurately this image of man 
which we wish to defend, and also to draw up an inventory of the 
intellectual, moral and legal resources which we are able to 
mobilize to this end. It is thereby possible for us to know each 
other better, to compare our experiences and to assess what 
divides us and what unites us.

I should like for my part to take this opportunity of 
submitting to you a few very brief reflections on the role and 
responsibilities of the ICRC vis-a-vis governments and the other 
charitable organizations.

The present activities of the ICRC are very diverse, 
fragmented and often modest for lack of adequate resources. While 
some of these activities can clearly only be performed by the 
ICRC, there are others which could in theory be taken over by
other institutions. The ICRC has not, and in no way claims to
have, a world monopoly of respect for the human person and of
relief for victims. It is only one instrument of the Red Cross, 
in the service of a cause, and it is not the only one.

Circumstances - indifference or passivity on the part of 
governments or charitable institutions - have too often compelled 
the ICRC to act alone in the field. The outcome has been that such 
actions have come to be regarded as part of its regular, quasi - 
mandatory functions. But they should only be transitory, either 
to substitute for the National Societies when they are unable to 
act themselves, or to initiate action by setting an example and 
providing the first emergency relief. By acting itself in the 
field, the ICRC accomplishes only a small part of Red Cross 
action. It would be betraying the very work which it initiated
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if it were to act as though in some way it were of necessity the 
"specialist" in direct relief to victims. It would then become, 
in effect, a pretext fcr governments to rest oh their laurels, 
absolving them from respecting the commitments to which it has 
itself invited them to subscribe, and the National Societies from 
making, through their moral influence and material organization, 
a contribution for which it itself brought them into being.

The ICRC has a duty, as soon as it becomes necessary, 
first to seek out, in the Red Cross or elsewhere, the best means 
of providing for practical action: to instigate relief and to 
encourage and help the best qualified or best placed institution 
to act.

When circumstances require the ICRC itself to undertake 
practical action in the field, it should not be deduced that such 
action or type of action will henceforth become part of its 
normal sphere of activities. The ICRC should not lose sight 
either of its final goal, or of the unity of the Red Cross. Just 
as it should always be prepared to intervene, it should always 
be prepared to modify, to halt or to transfer the action once 
the compelling circumstances change.

The world lies under the threat of a universal nuclear 
conflict for which the great Powers are preparing themselves so 
as to be more certain of staving it off. But at the same time it 
is plunged into a series of conflicts and troubles which are 
agitating all the continents: conflicts resulting from national 
rivalries and aligning States against each other, civil wars 
which sometimes become internationalized, movements provoked by 
the desire for independence, liberation and secession, racial 
and tribal struggles, religious and social upheavals.

Although all such conflicts are of an international nature, 
in that the opposing parties seek and sometimes obtain foreign 
support, States take advantage of their sovereignty to protect 
themselves against intervention from outside. While denouncing 
foreign interference, they refuse to recognize the international 
nature of the conflict.

For this reason the ICRC finds itself in a delicate situation. 
The references made by the opposing parties to the international 
nature of certain internal troubles and the appeals made to the 
ICRC on behalf of the victims should induce it to intervene. But 
its overtures constantly come up against the obstacle of 
sovereignty. Rightly or wrongly, governments consider that its 
intervention, which has for them the disadvantage of transforming 
the refractory into victims, threatens to make the international 
nature of the conflict official.

Thus, the ICRC runs the risk of seeing itself gradually 
rejected from the field in which its action should take place and 
confined, alongside its undisputed role of guardian of the 
Conventions, tc activities which are undoubtedly valid but marginal. 
It too is the victim of growing anarchy and of what might be 
called the degradation of international relations, the destroyer
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of all standards.

These difficulties are due, to a great extent, to the 
lack of understanding displayed by parties to armed conflict for 
the application of the Geneva Conventions, their tendency to 
ignore those Conventions when they consider them incompatible 
with their military objectives or with the means of achieving 
those objectives. War aims are given predominance over the 
humanitarian duties assumed when subscribing to the Geneva 
Conventions. Belligerents do not generally contest the existance 
of such duties, but they do in fact seek to evade them by 
subordinating, for example, their fulfilment to unacceptable 
conditions.

What attitude should be adopted when faced with all 
these obstacles?

First, the validity of the Conventions and the value of 
their application to all forms of war must be reaffirmed. In 
this connection, the ICRC's role is capital. There is little 
doubt that the value of the work undertaken by its legal section 
has conferred on it an indis-utable authority. Consequently, 
whilst continuing the studies which the changing situation 
demands, it is important to intensify the dissemination of the 
Conventions and make better known the Committee’s position, 
through contacts with national and international private or 
public organizations working for the same objectives.

It is not due to the inadequacy of humanitarian law that 
its application encounters difficulties. Nevertheless, during 
the 20 years which have elapsed since the 1949 Geneva Coiyent:fr'ns 
were drawn up, new experience has been acquired, and new forms 
of conflict and warfare have made their appearance. A number 
of the States which have been founded in the meantime did not 
have the opportunity to share in the drafting of the Conventions, 
but they have disseminated them, thereby showing that they 
recognize the need for the Conventions.

The 1949 Conventions have lost nothing of their value and 
they deserve to remain valid. On the other hand, they could be 
examined for shortcomings and to see whether they could be 
supplemented by new provisions with a view to the strengthening 
of humanitarian law, and to ensure and broaden its application. 
As it did preparatory to the 1949 Conference, the ICRC would 
willingly draft texts and proposals for submission to a further 
international conference at which it would be desirable for all 
States to attend.

Pending such an event, the Committee must recognize that, 
faced with the generalization of internal conflicts of an inter
national character, it must place a wide construction on the 
provisions of Article 3 of the Conventions. The world’s decline 
to a state of belligerent co-existence which circumvents the law 
of war nevertheless causes victims everywhere which it is the 
ICRC’s duty to take care of, whatever arguments governments may 
adduce to qualify the kind of war in which they are involved.



Prisoners of war, suspected persons, those who submit to 
re-education, rebels, political detainees, and even populations 
seeking refuge in conflict areas which no other humanitarian 
institution is able to assist; all are victims within the 
purview of the ICRC.

However they are interpreted, the Conventions are the 
basis of Red Cross action, and the Red Cross, in turn, as an 
instrument and a set of values, was founded by nations and 
governments for the safeguarding of the principles of humanity. 
It is a duty of the Red Cross to continue as that effective 
instrument and to live up to what is expected of it.

Yet, in the final analysis, responsibility for the success 
or failure of humanitarian action, rests squarely on the shoulders 
of nations and governments, as it is for them to decide whether 
the humanitarian principles shall prevail over other considera
tions. The Red Cross can and should be subject to criticism for 
its shortcomings. But only nations and governments can supply it 
with the means it requires for its action, or compel it to 
impotency.

In conclusion, I should like to quote you a passage of a 
French moralist of the XVIII century, a passage which I find 
beautiful in its formidable exactingness. Montesquieu said:

"If I knew something which was useful to me and 
which was prejudicial to my family, I would 
Reject it from my mind. If I knew something 
which was useful to my family and not 
To my country, I would seek to forget it- 
If I knew something useful to my country and 
prejudicial to the human species, I would regard 
it as a crime."

Honourable delegates, I call upon you to reflect on 
this passage and I hope that it will inspire you in your work.
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